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Two recent contributions to this journal by John Breen and Andrew 
Hadfield on Spenser' s use of the dialogue form in A View 0/ the Present 
State o/Ireland have added much to the ongoing debate on Spenser's 
Irish experiences, and have begun to tackle Patrida Coughlan's complaint 
that "the textual fact of its dialogue form has still not been sufficiently 
attended to."l The first published edition of the View, that of James Ware 
in 1633, advertised it as being written 'Dialogue-wise,' yet few critics 
have hitherto been wise to the dialogue. While Breen's insertion of 
Spenser's prose treatise into the established genre of the Renaissance 
dialogue is important and appropriate, in this response I want to develop 
Hadfield's tantalising suggestion that there is a highly spedfic Irish 
context for the dialogue form, and good historical reasons for English 
authors intent on treating Irish affairs to adopt this mode of writing.2 

Picking up on Hadfield's helpful suggestion, I shal1 argue that there 
is a more specific literary lineage to which the View can usefully be seen 
to belong, that of the early modern discourse on Ireland, a genre that 
draws frequently on dialogue as an ideal mode within which to express 
opinions that may not have been welcomed by the metropolitan 
authorities. I also wish to introduce an unpublished manuscript that 
raises the troubled matters of repression and representation central to 
the Irish dialogue, a text which has not been read alongside the View 
in any systematic way, and one which may in future yield a fmitful 
comparison. 

"Reference: John Breen, "Imagining Voices in A View o[ the Present State o[ Ire/and: 
A Discussion of Recent Studies Concerning Edmund Spenser' s Dialogue," Connotations 
4.1-2 (1994/95): 119-32; Andrew Hadfield, "Who is Speaking in Spenser's A View 
o[ the Present State o[ Ireland? A Response to John Breen," Connotations 4.3 (1994/95): 
233-41. 

 
    For the original article as well as all contributions to this debate, please check 
 the Connotations website at <http://www.connotations.de/debbreen00412.htm>.
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First though, some preliminary observations. John Breen has done a 
valuable service by reminding us all of the "generic complexity" of 
Spenser's View. Breen is correct to argue that the View has to be read 
in the context of the Renaissance dialogue, but Hadfield is right to 
emphasise the form' s dominant voice and forcefulness as well as its irony 
and playfulness. The dialogue form ought not to be used to exonerate 
Spenser from some of the more extreme views voiced in his prose 
treatise. There is arguably a "monologism" at work within the 
"dialogism." Dialogue, for Mikhail Bakhtin, "is not a means for revealing, 
for bringing to the surface the already ready-made character of aperson; 
no, in dialogue a person not only shows himself outwardly, but he 
becomes for the first time that which he is, not only for others but for 
himself as weIl. To be means to communicate dialogically.,,3 The 
dialogue may be the most obvious literary form that suggests itself when 
"dialogism" is discussed, but a monologue may in the end be far more 
dialogic than a dialogue. Dialogism is a textual principle, a mixing of 
voices within a single text. A dialogue may well consist, as some critics 
feel the View does, of two voices coming to the same conclusion. 

"Aporia," which Breen uses to refer to the rehearsing of contrary 
positions without assuming one, is not, in my reading, the mode followed 
in Spenser's dialogue. Whether or not one identifies Irenius as Spenser 
it is difficult not to feel that there is a dominant line being pursued, and 
that Eudoxus is in step by the end of the text. The element of 
undecidability is minimal. Yet Bruce A very has taken issue with the 
critical tradition that has argued for the one-sidedness of Spenser's 
dialogue. Those who claim that "the View, though a dialogue, is 
essentially monovocal, seem to me to miss its most intriguing aspect: 
its polyvocality, its own contradictory mix of interpretations of, and 
speculations on, what might be the best view of Ireland.,,4 Avery's 
reasons for believing that the View is polyvocal soon collapse back into 
the old poet-planter dichotomy: 

These contradietions were part of Spenser' s own experience. He was both a poet 
and apart of the politieal administration of the British [siel colonial governmenti 
he was an Englishman, yet he spent most of his life in Ireland: hence the View 
seerns to waver between Irenius' s eyewitness accounts, which might square with 
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Spensers interpretation of his experience of the place, and accounts which would 
be acceptable to the horne authority represented by Eudoxus.5 

Or, as Breen puts it: 'The dialogue between Spenser's Irenius and Eudoxus 
is designed to complicate the authorial responsibility for what is spoken."6 
Thus "Spenser is the authority removed from the text.,,7 This fits in with 
the contention of Kenneth Gross that "There runs through the dialogue 
a deep strain of scepticism about the place and power of such structures 
of order as myth, custom and law:,8 This is a different perspective from 
that of the tradition represented by Cianin Brady which sees Eudoxus 
a mere foil for the arguments of Irenius/Spenser: 

The dramatic pretence of the dialogue form was adopted by Spenser because 
it was imperative for hirn to show that when confronted with a true interpre-
tation, a view, of the means by which Ireland came to its present condition, the 
sensitive, informed and critical English intelligence would concede the complete 
failure of its own central assumptions regarding the reform of Ireland, as in 
due course Eudoxus does.9 

The dialogue suggests an inter-view of sorts, an exchange between an 
official and a member of the public. According to Helena Shire, it "is a 
model for our modem form of communication, the interview on broadcast 
media between the specialist and the intelligent layman."lO 

Dialogue, though, does not necessarily imply a polite conversation or 
discussion. It can take the form of an interrogation. Coughlan, drawing 
on the work of Roger Deakin, observes that beneath "a superficial 
diversity of roles" there lie certain fundamental positions, such as "those 
of Master and Pupil, Objector and Answerer:,l1 Coughlan argues for 
"the fictive mode of existence of the View, and against the treatment of 
it as an expository argument." She also shows that Spenser and other 
English writers on Ireland were working from established literary models 
and within a circumscribed discursive spaceP For Roland Smith, 
Spenser's choice of form is a means of juxtaposing or opposing Ireland's 
present state with its desired condition, so that the "dialogue form 
emphasizes his strong inclination to draw contrasts between the reality 
of his Irish surroundings and the more ideal conditions which his 
proposed reforms would bring about:,13 
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Anne Fogarty, drawing on the work of Jacques Derrida, contends that 
Spenser's treatise is polyvocal, that "the View is a form of bricolage, that 
is, a discourse which is patched together by borrowings from other 
linguistic systems and sub-systems."14 Fogarty says of Book VI and the 
View that ''both of these works present equivocal and divided accounts 
of the political ideologies which they wish to sustain. In both cases, the 
'other space' projected by the text-the reordered Ireland of the View and 
the consolatory but doomed world of pastoral and faery in The Faery 
Queene-is realized with great difficulty."15 

Spenser's dialogue, according to Donald Bruce, is written in "a form 
implying open-minded discussion." Bruce maintains that 

Irenius, the chief speaker, is neither Spenser's spokesman nor even a 
governmental recorder, since the Viewe was suppressed until1633, when it could 
have little effect on official policy. Eudoxus, the second speaker, represents 
informed public opinion.16 

The issue of censorship is a vexed one.17 It could be argued that Ireland 
was both a site of unspeakable Otherness and a place where nothing but 
the same old story was endlessly related. It was at one and the same time 
an imaginative scene of pastoral retreat, and a domain characterised by 
political violence and martiallaw. It offered an archive of literary and 
cultural source-material, as weIl as an opportunity, like that given to 
Spenser, to combine the roles of secretary and sheriff. 

The individual writer found in Ireland a crux of identity as weIl as a 
crucible of ideology. The formation of a self-the fashioning of a 
gentleman-could occur here, but so too could dissolution and crisis. 
Spenser was very much a man made in Ireland, but also one ruined there. 
For some critics, including Donald Bruce, the form of the View enacts 
a self-effacement rather than a self-fashioning: "Classical dialogue was 
a dramatic form, rendered objective by the self effacement of the author, 
who did no more than record disparate opinions, sometimes opposed 
to his own."18 Conversely, John Day sees the author slyly obtruding 
his countenance upon his cardböard creations: "With only the barest 
fiction of conversation, no setting, and few digressions, the two thinly 
characterized speakers move methodicaIly through an agenda."19 The 
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hidden agenda is that of a Machiavellian figure who appears to stand 
back from his work the more to manipulate the reader. 

According to Thomas Wright, Spenser, in composing the View, may 
have leamed from Bryskett's Discourse 0/ Civill Li/e, in which he had 
played apart, since this is a text that "offers in a prose dialogue materials 
presented in Sidney's Arcadia and Spenser's Faerie Queene."20 John Day 
finds a more immediate influence in Richard Beacon's Solon His Follie 
(1594).21 Beverley Sherry has pointed out Spenser's extensive use of 
dialogue in his poetic works: "The Shepheardes Calender is aseries of 
dialogues in the tradition of the classical eclogue .... In The Faerie Queene 
there is a range of dialogue as well as indirect and reported speech:-22 
One could add the Spenser-Harvey correspondence and Colin Clouts Come 
Horne Againe to this penchant for dialogue in Spenser. 

Anne Fogarty has argued against the tendency to divide Spenser into 
planter and poet: "Not infrequently Spenser' s work is protected by a grim 
determination to keep the role of poet and of Elizabethan colonist 
permanently distinct.,,23 However, Fogarty herself may succumb to this 
temptation. The word "gentle" does not mean soft or pacifistic, just as 
the word "humanist" does not mean humanitarian. The Faerie Queene is 
a poem littered with corps es, arguably the most relentlessly violent verse 
in English literary history. The View is a model of civility in comparison. 
Yet critics of the calibre of Ciaran Brady can still ask: "How could the 
principal poet of the English Renaissance not merely tolerate or even 
defend, but actually celebrate the use of merciless and unrestrained 
violence against large numbers of his fellow men?,,24 The answer is, 
of course, with the greatest of ease. 

David Baker argues that "Irenius is not Spenser' s spokesman in a simple 
sense, but one voice in a dialectic Spenser constructs between inadmissible 
scepticism of royal policy and articulations of the official 'view,' 
articulations Spenser usually puts in the mouth of EudoxuS.,,25 Ciaran 
Brady recognises that the Renaissance dialogue was popular in Ireland, 
and that the form was perhaps inflected in a colonial context: 

The use of the dialogue form was by no means unusual in English Renaissance 
literature, and appears to have been somewhat in fashion in Ireland in the 1590s. 
But whereas typically the genre was employed as a useful pedagogical technique, 
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as a means of conveying information and argument in a relaxed manner, Spenser 
made a clear effort to return to the formally disputational character of the 
platonic original. Unlike the ciphers of the other Irish dialogues, Eudoxus is 
an intelligent, inforrned, if rather two-dimensional character.26 

I arn not so sure that Spenser differs so markedly from his English 
contemporaries in Ireland, but Brady is right to stress the disputational 
character of his treatise. 

Having rehearsed some of the positions taken up in recent Spenser 
criticism on the dialogue form of the View, I want to turn now to the place 
of the dialogue within a wider colonial milieu. The notion that there was, 
in the early modern period, a monolithic English "discourse on Ireland" 
is fundarnentally flawed. The "discourse on Ireland" is a complex, fraught 
and heterogeneous genre. Within that diverse body of texts, the dialogue 
occupies a special position. The Renaissance dialogue in an Irish context 
raises questions of censorship and self-fashioning that impinge upon 
English Renaissance culture at large. It was Barnaby Rich, in the context 
of a dialogue written in 1615, who boasted: "thos wordes that in Englande 
would be brought wythin the compasse of treason, they are accounted 
wyth us in Ireland for ordynary table taulke.,,27 "Table-talk," from the 
cosy humanism of Bryskett' s Dublin residence that provides the pretext 
for his Discourse of Civill Life, to the informed exchange between Irenius 
and Eudoxus, is the order of the day in early modern Ireland. Here was 
a unique space in which free-thinking intellectuals could say what they 
feit, not what they ought to say. 

I want to conclude by introducing a contemporary dialogue that remains 
in manuscript, despite having been prepared for publication around the 
same time as Spenser's View. The "Dialogue of Sylvanus and Peregrine" 
(1598), dedicated to the earl of Essex, is endorsed with the name of Sir 
Thomas Wilson (c.1560-1629), Keeper of the Records in Whitehall, whom 
Bagwell took to be a stalking horse for Spenser. The presence of an index, 
coupled with the dedication-a controversial one-suggests that it was 
intended for print. The Dialogue-at 74 folio pages or 40,000 words-is 
a substantial text. Its participants, Sylvanus and Peregrine-the names 
of Spenser' s two sons, hence the historical association of the document 
with Spenser-meet at Westminster and expound upon the vicissitudes 
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of lrish politics. They mirror the roles played by Eudoxus and Irenius 
respectively, with Sylvanus adopting the role of the probing questioner, 
and Peregrine assuming the air of one who is experienced in lrish affairs. 
Speaking of the Dialogue Gottfried writes "the dialogue form-not comrnon 
among lrish state papers-suggests that the View may have served as 
a model.,,28 I have already pointed out, however, that Spenser was by 
no means original in his choice of form. 

The Dialogue is a composite treatise, a synthesis of divergent discourses 
divided into four books. The first book (ff. 284r-312v) deals with events 
from "the latter ende of harvest 1597 untill March next ensuinge," and 
focuses upon King's county, or Offaly, part of the Leix-Offaly plantation. 
Peregrine claims to have little knowledge of Connaught (f. 331'). Sir 
Edward Herbert, a courtier and Leix-Offaly planter, closely connected 
to the powerful"Erle of Pembrook," is singled out for praise on account 
of a piece of counter-insurgency performed by him around harvest time 
in 1597. Sylvanus recalls Herbert as "a suter at the Courte" who was well 
received by Elizabeth, and wonders that such a refined personage "should 
lye in such a remoate place, and emongst such vyle neighbours" (ff.284v

-

285V
). Sir Warham St. Leger, reported present at Bryskett's house in the 

Discourse of Civill Life, and installed as Govemor of Leix in 1597, is accused 
of aiding and abetting the rebels (f. 293r

). Peregrine entertains his 
interviewer with a "Gallymauffery of knaves" (f. 304r

). The second book 
(ff. 313r-331') "entreateth of matters conceminge south Leimpster 
[Leinster]." The third, covering Connaught and Ulster, is in two parts. 
In the first, Peregrine produces from the copious "noates" to which he 
makes repeated reference, a discourse on Connaught in the form of a 
dialogue between an old soldier and Jacob, a trader in cattle (ff. 33P-
336V

). 

This dialogue within a dialogue is followed by areport on events in 
Ulster entitled ''Ulster Occurences," which includes an eyewitness report 
of the defeat of English forces commanded by Sir Henry Bagenal (1556-
1598) at the Yellow Ford on 14 August 1598. It concludes with a list of 
the officers who perished in this encounter, and is dated 25 August 1598 
(ff. 337r-342v). The discourse done, Sylvanus comments thus: "How say 
you brother is it not tyme to top this lofty pyne," to which Peregrine 
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replies "yee and chope the underwood too, or else an wilbe naught 
shortly" (f. 342V

). 

The fourth book (ff. 343r-354r
) concerns "maUers touching the Comon 

weale of the Contrie." Peregrine unearths from his private collection of 
manuscripts a discourse supposedly related to hirn at his residence in 
Dublin by an elderly Palesman who dined there with three friends. This 
treatise is culled from a variety of sources. There is a tension around the 
perceived threat of Irishness, especially relating to language: 

ffirst by reasone of combinacon with the Irish as aforesayde in crept there 
Languadge to be allmost general! emongst us, that within a shorte tyme scominge 
our oulde Englishe speeche which our Ancestours brought with them at the 
first conquest thinking it to base by reasone whereof we thought our selves 
mightely wel! appoynted to be armed with two Languadges so that beinge thus 
furnished we were able to goe into the Irish countries: and truck with them 
comodity for comoditie whereas they in former tymes were driven to bringe 
theires unto us and either bought ours againe with the mony they newly receaved 
for it or bartered ware for ware for ware, by an interpreter. Now this kynde 
of intercourse with the Irish breadde such acquayntaunce amitie and frendshipp 
betwene them and us, beinge so furnisht with theire Languadge that wee cared 
not contrary to our duties in bal!ancing our creditte, to make fosteredg, gossiping, 
and marriadge as aforesaid with them so that now the English Pale and many 
other places of the kingdome that were planted with English at the first 
Conqueste are growne to a confusion (ff. 343"-344'). 

In order to ward off the awesome spectre of a loss of selfhood through 
"intercourse with the Irish," it was necessary to maintain the kind of 
"internal dialogue" that proliferated among the literary representatives 
of the English colonial community. 

Interestingly, Eva Gold has suggested that Spenser's own choice of 
dialogue is determined by just such a fear of a loss of identity: 

Spenser's anxieties-his own included-about the English tendency to 
"degenerate" into the Irish mayaiso account for the use of the dialogue form 
in the View. Why Spenser chose this form has occasioned some puzziement, 
for it is not entirely clear why Spenser's material requires two voices. What may 
be important, however, is not so much the relation between what Eudoxus and 
Irenius say, but rather the mere presence of Eudoxus. Eudoxus may be there 
to keep Irenius from losing his mooring to English identity.29 
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The question of self-fashioning is crucially linked to the need for dialogue, 
with the colonist having to converse in order to avoid conversion. The 
process of identity formation is achieved through a deafening dialogue, 
not with, but over and against an Other whose exclusion from speech 
leaves a vacuum, a silence, a negative image, and a positively charged 
space in which the process of self-fashioning can occur.30 The use of 
the dialogue form by English colonists in Ireland, Edmund Spenser 
included, reflects, on one level, a fundamental anxiety about identity, 
as well as an acute awareness of both the profit and the perll of being 
situated at a distance from the prying eye, and the cocked ear, of the State. 
It was by an act of self-censorship of sorts, a self-effacement that carved 
out a communal colonial sphere, that they imposed the binary opposition 
between coloniser and colonised that effectively ruled out debate, and 
kept the native Irish beyond the pale of "civill conversation." The planter-
poets were in dialogue, but they were talking to themselves. 

University of Glasgow 
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